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Abstract
Protestantism is one of three major branches of Christianity (the other two being Roman Catholicism and
Eastern Orthodoxy) and is the majority religion in the United States. As of 2004, however, that majority edges
just over 50%.
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PROTESTANTISM 
Protestantism is one of three major branches of 
Christianity (the other two being Roman Catholicism 
and Eastern Orthodoxy) and is the majority religion in 
the United States. As of 2004, however, that majority 
edges just over 50%. 
Diversity of Belief and Membership 
Protestantism divides further into several denomina-
tions, which can be categorized as mainline denomi-
nations (e.g., Episcopalian, Presbyterian, Lutheran, 
Methodist) and conservative denominations (e.g., 
Baptist, Pentecostal, Latter-day Saints). The division 
between mainline and conservative denominations her-
alds from the 1920s, when the mainline denominations, 
influenced by German scholarship, aligned with a more 
liberal, less literal interpretation of the Bible, while the 
conservative denominations did not. Some conservative 
denominations at that time further defended their liter-
alist interpretation by asserting certain theological 
fundamentals (such as the virgin birth), from which 
the term Fundamentalist derives. Protestantism also 
varies by region of the country, with, for example, the 
Southern Baptist Convention dominating the southern 
part of the United States. It also varies by race, since 
most African American Protestants were originally not 
welcome in white churches, and thus they formed, for 
example, the National Baptist Convention and the 
African Methodist Episcopal Church. It also varies by 
socioeconomic status, since the mainline denomina-
tions tend to be more affluent than the conservative 
ones. The umbrella of Protestantism, therefore, covers 
a large and diverse group of people who are also diverse 
in their social activism. One cannot say that all 
Protestants at any given time have been prone to a cer-
tain belief or behavior. There have, however, been par-
ticular social activist movements within Protestantism. 
Abolition 
The movement to abolish slavery began in the north-
ern United States in the early 1800s, partly because 
of Enlightenment philosophy, which was optimistic 
about human progress, and partly because of the 
Second Great Awakening (1797-1801), which was a 
religious revival throughout New England that 
resulted in several religious voluntary associations 
created to redress social ills. Among these associa-
tions were mission societies aimed at spreading 
the Christian gospel domestically and overseas, Bible 
societies, Sunday schools, temperance unions, and 
organizations working on behalf of the physically dis-
abled and mentally ill. The American Anti-Slavery 
Society was one of the formal faces of the abolitionist 
movement, which also included the Republican Party. 
Representative abolitionists include William Lloyd 
Garrison, Benjamin Lundy, Angelina Grimke, Arthur 
Tappan, James Birney, Theodore Dwight Weld, and 
the Beecher family. Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle 
Tom 's Cabin, with its tale of slavery's oppression and 
Tom featured as a Christ figure, galvanized the nation. 
White southerners of the time found northern abo-
litionists to be interfering and hypocritical, in the light 
of the economic and social oppression in the North. 
They also took refuge in a literal interpretation of the 
Bible, in which prominent figures such as Abraham 
owned slaves and the apostle Paul urges slaves to be 
subject to their masters. 
Some Protestant denominations, such as the Free 
Methodists, were formed explicitly around anti-
slavery lines. During the Civil War, most of the 
Protestant denominations split along North-South 
lines. After the war, but even into the 20th century, 
they rejoined. The Baptists were one of the few 
denominations to maintain their North-South divide, 
so that today there is the Southern Baptist Convention, 
the American Baptist Convention of the North, and 
the African American National Baptist Convention. 
Progressivism and the social Gospel 
After the Civil War, the Protestant voluntary organiza-
tions that existed before the war took up their causes 
again. The idealism and faith in human progress that is 
referred to now as Progressivism continued to address 
social ills, including poverty and urbanization brought 
about by industrialization and waves of immigrant 
families. A typical progressive is Horace Mann, a 
Unitarian, who argued for public schools in order to 
produce not only democratic citizens but better 
Christians. 
At the turn of the 20th century, some progressives 
began to articulate a theology of social activism called 
the social gospel. One of its most powerful voices was 
Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918), a Baptist minis-
ter in New York City's Hells Kitchen who founded a 
social gospel organization called the Brotherhood of 
the Kingdom and who wrote Christianity and the 
Social Crisis in 1907. In it he argued that both the Old 
Testament prophets and Jesus carried a social message 
and that the church had declined, but needed to 
reclaim, its social mission in order to establish the 
kingdom of God for all. In 1917, he argued in A 
Theology for the Social Gospel that Christian salva-
tion is dependent upon serving other people. Such a 
call to action found a response in Protestant denomi-
nations such as the Episcopalians, Congregationalists, 
and Presbyterians, all of which formed missions to 
work directly with the labor movement. For example, 
the newly formed Federal Council of Churches inves-
tigated the Bethlehem steel strike of 1910 and con-
demned its 12-hour, 7-day workweek. 
Another Protestant social gospel reformer was 
Washington Gladden ( 1836-1918), whose connection 
to the labor movement was even more explicit. A 
Congregationalist who had ministered in industrial 
cities in Massachusetts and Ohio, he criticized 
contemporary laissez-faire economic theory, which 
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he believed led to injustice for workers. Instead he 
advocated unionization and profit-sharing. 
Finally, a popular novel by another Congregationalist 
pastor, Charles Sheldon, was published in 1896 and 
became a best seller. In His Steps asked the question 
"What would Jesus do?" As Sheldon's fictional congre-
gation wrestled with that question, they worked for bet-
ter relationships and better stewardship of their resources 
at home and at work, thereby transforming their world. 
Liberal Protestants involved in the social gospel move-
ment did not, however, address racial inequality. 
The Civil Rights Movement 
The African American church is primarily a Protestant 
church, and the civil rights movement of the 1950s 
and 1960s was grounded in the African American 
church. Black churches had found a power and voice 
of their own throughout the 20th century and often 
functioned as an organized base for the African 
American community. Churches had buildings to 
meet in, they had finances to draw upon, and most of 
all, they had people. 
Black ministers worked in alliance with each other 
throughout early civil rights protests, and in 1957 
they founded what became the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference (SCLC). The first meeting was 
focused on the bus boycotts. Dr. Martin Luther King, 
Jr. (1929-1968), leader of the Montgomery boycott, 
became the SCLC's first president and the civil rights 
movement's preeminent and most eloquent voice. 
The speeches and letters of Dr. King tapped into a 
Christian prophetic tradition. His 1963 "Letter from 
Birmingham Jail," for example, cited early prophets 
and the apostle Paul as a basis for his own carrying of 
the gospel of freedom into towns beyond his own. He 
called upon white ministers to carry the message of 
injustice too, so that the church would not become 
merely a social club too attached to the status quo. 
The letter, which was smuggled out of King's cell, 
was published in the Christian Century, where it 
found a wide religious audience. 
King's message of the need for a more unified reli-
gious front in the struggle for equal rights was finally 
heard by the ecumenical National Council of 
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Churches, which, partly in response to King's letter, 
founded a Commission on Religion and Race. The 
commission became the public face of mainstream 
Protestant denominations and included coordination 
with Jewish and Roman Catholic leaders to support 
the Civil Rights Act. 
It should be noted, however, that the African 
American church was not entirely unified behind 
King. Then, as now, the question was what the role of 
the church should be in political matters. King with-
drew from the National Baptist Convention, the 
largest African American Protestant denomination, in 
1961 because some members felt that the mission of 
the church should be spiritual rather than political. 
The Religious Right and Beyond 
Social gospel reformers of the early 20th century 
tended to come from theologically liberal, mainstream 
Protestant denominations. The civil rights movement 
was led by African American Protestants. In the 1980s, 
the conservative white Protestant denominations took a 
tum at political activism and became known as the reli-
gious right. Led by Jerry Falwell's Moral Majority 
and the Christian Coalition of Ralph Reed and Pat 
Robertson, the religious right affiliated with the 
Republican Party and claimed Ronald Reagan's elec-
tion as a victory, in addition to countless small elections 
throughout the country. The religious right has at its 
heart protests against abortion, pornography, and 
same-sex marriage, while it advocates faith-based 
social organizations, school choice, and teaching intel-
ligent design over evolution. After exit polls revealed 
that people voted for George W. Bush in 2004 because 
of his moral values, conservative Protestants once again 
claimed both the religious and political high ground. 
Several authors have countered that the religious 
right is not monolithic, nor is the political left 
monolithically nonreligious. Activist and preacher 
Jim Wallis, who often represents the voice of the reli-
gious left, points out that abortion and gay marriage 
are indeed moral issues about which religious people 
should have an opinion, but so are poverty, war, glob-
alization, parenting, health care, and the environment. 
Conservative Protestants can find common ground on 
these issues, he says, with people from all religions as 
well as the nonreligious. Contemporary Protestantism 
continues to be diverse in the social justice issues that 
it addresses, the theological justification for address-
ing them, and the way in which it addresses them. 
-Joanne M. Marshall 
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PROTEST Music 
The Reverend Charles Tindley wrote the hymn "I'l l 
Overcome Some Day" in 1903, which was sung in his 
Philadelphia church and which might have been based 
on the more traditional African American spiritual "I'll 
Be All Right." Black and white Alabama coal miners 
